
UTNAPISHTIM AND THE GREAT DELUGE 

 

Part 2  
 

With these words, Enki got up and walked back into the river where he 
disappeared. When Utnapishtim woke up the next morning, it was still dark. He first 
thought it had just been a nightmare but the pouch with gems at his side quickly 
convinced him otherwise. He immediately felt the urge to wake the king, his family, 
and all the palace servants to organize a gathering of the citizens of Shuruppak to 
inform them of the imminent danger they were all in. Just as he wanted to knock at 
his father’s door, the thought crossed his mind as to how people would react to his 
news. The king had not taken him seriously when he told him about the drought, why 
should he believe in a deluge now? 

Absorbed in his thoughts, Utnapishtim took a walk down to the river when he saw 
the sun rising in all its glory. Was Utu watching over them or was he also happy at the 
prospect of an uninhabited earth? It took some willpower to avert his gaze from the 
glowing sun, but he had to focus and make a plan. How many people would they 
be able to save? One hundred? The room for storage and for the animals also had 
to be considered. He had no idea how long they would have to stay on the ship 
until they would find land. What about the rest of his fellow citizens? All those people 
trusted the royal family that they would protect them against their enemies. But how 
could they protect them if those enemies were the gods? And then there were the 
other cities who were not under his father’s rule. Was it not his moral duty to do 
everything he could to warn them?  

A group of children came running down the beach chasing seagulls. Their 
laughter filled the air as they were splashing in the shallow water of the river. These 
children would die, he could not save them all without screwing up Enki’s plan and 
enrage the only god who still cared about them. Utnapishtim was used to making 
tough decisions. As the prince of Shuruppak he was a general of the city army. 
However, all his decisions over life and death were taken with the intention to save 
most of the population if he could not save them all. This time it was different. If he 
obeyed Enki, everyone apart from a select few would die. If he did not follow the 
god’s orders, he and his immediate family would die, too. No one would be saved, 
not even the select few. Tears welled up in his eyes as he became aware of his 
helplessness and his despair. He knew he had no choice but to do as he was told. 
Defeated, Utnapishtim slowly returned home, and he knew this sadness would stay 
with him all his life. But he also felt sure of his priorities and what needed to be done. 
He ordered his personal staff to prepare an urgent trade mission to Elam to increase 
the wood supplies of the city without giving them any further reasons for the 



necessity of the trip. Within hours rumour had it that the king was planning to build a 
new palace. Others said that a war was imminent. 

When the king heard of the gossip, he became furious. How could his son dare 
form a delegation without his approval, worse, without even informing him? Was 
Utnapishtim sick of waiting for his turn to be king? Did he plan to overthrow his 
father? Ubara-Tutu would never have thought that his son was capable of such a 
treacherous attack, but then again, how well did he know Utnapishtim? He decided 
to use caution and asked his ministers to have the army on standby in the coming 
days. If his grave concerns turned out to be true, he would at least fend off his son. 

Utnapishtim had no time to care about gossip and tittle-tattle. He had to make 
sure he would get hold of the urgently needed building material as quickly as 
possible. With three ships he and his companions sailed downstream to the mouth of 
the river Euphrates and further on across the sea that is nowadays called the Persian 
Gulf.  

The Elamites were a people of farmers and hunters living in small villages in the 
mountains. Some of them had settled near the coast as tradesmen to supply the 
ever-increasing demand of wood and metal in the growing cities of Mesopotamia. It 
took Utnapishtim and his staff five days to make sure that they would get all the 
wood they needed and to oversee that the ships were properly loaded before they 
went on their way home. At the city of Lagash they had to buy oxen and mules to 
pull the heavily loaded ships upstream. This took them another three days and when 
they finally moored in the harbour, Utnapishtim ordered the men to pile up the wood 
on a large pasture between the city walls and the banks of the Euphrates.  

He was quite surprised when a group of soldiers approached the ship and 
ordered him to stop unloading until Utnapishtim had the king’s permission. Four 
soldiers took the prince into their midst and guided him to the throne room. The king 
entered seconds later. On one hand, Uraba-Tutu was relieved that his son did not 
come back with weapons and foreign soldiers to conquer his father’s realm, on the 
other hand he was still angry that Utnapishtim had left him in the dark about his 
plans. 

“How dare you organize a delegation without my approval? If you have not left 
to wage war against me what, then what is this all about? I hear that you’ve come 
back with a huge amount of wood. Son, the more I try, the more I fail to understand 
what you are up to!” 

Utnapishtim bowed before his father, showing his reverence. He apologized, 
“I am sorry I had to leave but my quest was extremely urgent. Enki appeared to me 
again and told me that Enlil wants to destroy mankind with a huge flood and only 
the passengers of the ship, which we are going to build with the wood I brought, will 
be saved.” 

The king stared at his son, “You have always been different from the other boys; I 
know that, and I tolerated it. But this is the last straw. You must have gone crazy! Do 
you really want to walk around and proclaim this nonsense in order to find someone 
who will build this crazy ship for you? In the end you will be known as the prince who 
lost his marbles before he became king, who built a ship that was way too big for 



the river and that remained as a memorial of his insanity! Is this how you want to be 
remembered?” 

Without an answer, Utnapishtim opened the door to the hall where the family and 
many of the courtiers had already gathered to find out what was going on between 
the two men. He let them in and started to speak, “I am sure you ask yourself why I 
went to Elam in a hurry and brought these huge quantities of wood. Well, we are 
going to follow Enki’s order to build the biggest ship the world has ever seen. It will 
accommodate men, supplies and animals and will save everyone who participates 
in its construction. You will now ask why we would need this ship. Aren’t our city walls 
safe? Unfortunately, they are not strong enough against a god’s rage. After he 
failed in starving us to death with a devastating drought, Enlil has taken the 
destruction of humanity into his own hands and we must brace ourselves for the 
worst. He will send rainfalls and storms that will flood the earth and drown our houses, 
our fields, our cattle and probably also us. This is why Enki told me to build this ship. It 
is your choice to join us in this huge task and save yourselves when the great flood 
arrives.”   

As had to be expected, most of his listeners reacted just the way his father had 
only a few minutes before. They shook their heads in disbelief jibing at the prince. His 
sons were among the audience. Their faces were red with embarrassment, but they 
did not speak up against him. 

Utnapishtim continued, “I do understand that this is a difficult situation for you. 
Here I am, trying to tell you that the end is near and that this huge pile of wood out 
here is your only chance to survive. I know you think this is impossible. You look at the 
lovely morning outside, the cattle grazing on the pastures, farmers working on their 
fields and craftsman pursuing their profession, just as on every other morning. There is 
no sign that anything dreadful might happen. But I tell you, it will. I tell you that Enki 
appeared to me. He even gave me a treasure to pay for the wood. You can ask the 
king here and the high priest of the temple whether I received any money from 
them. I did not.  And you are well aware that I do not have the means for such a 
transaction myself. 

“I must fulfil Enki’s orders and I need your help to build this ship! Go on board with 
me when the flood comes or declare me officially insane if it will not come. For it is 
true as I am standing here that the great deluge will come over us.” 

Utnapishtim’s wife, Mindu, couldn’t help smiling. This was why she loved her 
husband dearly. Although he was a prince, son of the mighty king of Shuruppak he 
always remained a pious man, eager to serve the gods and his future citizens alike.  
With determination she grasped the hands of her two sons and stepped forward to 
take a stance for him. 

“We are your family”, she said, “and I am sure that I can speak for your whole 
household when I say that you have our full support.”  

Some of Utnapishtim’s staff still looked a little doubtful, but they all nodded 
dutifully. When Mindu had made up her mind, it was better to obey. And as odd as it 
sounded, Utnapishtim had certainly made a point when he talked about the gems. 
His servants knew that the king gave Utnapishtim enough to lead a comfortable life 



at the palace, but he had no wealth of his own. There might be some truth in the 
prince’s story after all and as he claimed that their lives were threatened, there was 
no harm in trying to be on the safe side.  

 
On the same day a small group of courtiers and craftsmen, whom they had 
persuaded to come, gathered in front of the huge piles of wood, ignoring the 
remarks of passers-by who mocked and ridiculed them. After two weeks, the ark was 
finished and Utnapishtim went away with some of his companions to catch as many 
animals as they could. Some of the best businesses of Shuruppak had joined their 
cause and were busy producing bread, dried meat, and fruits as supplies for the 
time they would have to spend on the ship. 

Everyone was working hard, and they barely noticed when the rain set in. Yet 
after half an hour the mild rain turned into a thunderstorm and the wind into a gale. 
The men fought their way back to the ship and found the women and children 
already on board when they arrived. It did not take long until a large crowd of 
people gathered in front of the ship, men and women carrying their small children 
as the water had already risen to their knees. They begged and pleaded to be 
taken on board. This was the moment Utnapishtim had dreaded since he had 
received Enki’s order. He had to pick the families who would get a chance to survive 
and every man, every woman, and every child he turned away was bound to 
drown in the floods. His chest got so tight that he could barely breathe, his mouth 
was dry, and he had to hide his hands behind his back because they had started 
trembling from the huge effort to suppress his emotions. With a constrained voice, he 
picked some of the best craftsman and their immediate families who disappeared in 
the womb of the ship thanking him profoundly for their salvation. Time and again 
Utnapishtim kept a lookout for his parents, but they did not turn up. The water rose 
further, the cries of the drowning people still echoed in his ears, when he suddenly 
felt that the ship lost contact to the ground and started to swim. When he looked 
around, the city of Shuruppak was no more, only the upper storeys of the temple 
and of the palace could still be seen. If he could get the ship closer, he might be 
able to enter the building and take his father with him. 

 A fierce gust of wind pushed the ship further and Utnapishtim was barely able to 
hold on to the railing. One of his travel companions who had come up with two 
others to close the hatch managed to grab one of his legs and to get him out of 
harm’s way. While the men were going to get the bitumen to seal the hatch, 
Utnapishtim tried to open it again to get a glimpse of the palace but all he got was 
a torrent of water in his face. He retreated. He had accepted that he could not 
save everyone but how could he cope with leaving his father, the man he had 
admired all his life, behind? 

 


